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THE CARMELITE MADONNA OF PIETRO LORENZETTI 



There are two documents on record for the year 1329 which 
concern the Sienese painter, Pietro Lorenzetti. The first, 1 dated 
October 26, has to do with the granting, by the "Gran Consiglio 
de la Campana," of a petition offered by the prior and brothers of 
Sta. Maria del Carmine, through the good graces of the Novi. 
In this petition, the good brothers requested of the community 
of Siena financial aid in paying for "a certain honorable altar- 
piece, and a very beautiful one, in which the Virgin Mary and 
the most Blessed Confessor Nicholas, and the apostles and mar- 
tyrs, confessors and virgins, have been painted most exquisitely 
and earnestly by master Pietro Lorenzetti of Siena, which altar- 
piece is said to have cost 150 gold florins. " The Council granted 
them fifty pounds. The second document, 2 dated December 29 y 
records the payment of the fifty pounds promised the monastery 
on October 24. 

This altarpiece, though one of the grandest executed by Pietro 
Lorenzetti, has been considered by critics on Sienese painting as 
lost, as the only record on hand is the statement made by Mil- 
anesi 3 that it was sold into England in 1818. But this reference 
must have applied to the side pieces only and possibly to panels 
of the predella. Two of the predella fragments, one representing 
an angel appearing in a vision to a dreaming monk, the other 
depicting the granting of the charter to the Carmelites, are now 
in the Academy at Siena. 4 

The Madonna of this altarpiece, though considered as lost,, 
has never left Italy and has been hanging in the Academy at 
Siena ever since its removal from the church of Sant' Ansano 
outside the Pispini Gate at Siena. The panel, 5 in its present 

1 Milanesi: Doc. Sen. 1, 194. 

2 Id. ibid. 

3 Id. ibid. 

4 Nos. 83, 84. 
8 No. 39. 

American Journal of Archaeology, Second Series. Journal of the «n 

Archaeological Institute of America, Vol. XXIV (1920), No. 1. * «> 
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Figure 1. — The Carmelite Madonna of Pietro Lorenzetti: Siena. 



condition (Fig. 1), shows the Madonna and Child enthroned in 
the centre, with Saint Nicholas on the left and Saint Anthony 
the Abbot, with his staff and pig, on the right. There are four 
angels standing behind the Madonna's throne; the two central 
ones hold lilies. On the edge of the throne at the Madonna's 
feet runs the following inscription: "PETRUS LAURETI DE 
SENIS ME PINSIT A. D. MCCCXXVIIII." 



THE CARMELITE MADONNA OF PIETRO LORENZETTI 75 

The evidence, besides the date 1329, that this is the Carmelite 
Madonna, rests on the following facts: On the lower right-hand 
-corner of the Virgin's throne we read the inscription: "ELYAS 
PHA," in other words " Elijah the prophet." This inscription 
was orginally used for the figure now called St. Anthony, just as 
on the left-hand corner we have the inscription, "S. NICHO- 
LAUS," for the figure of the saint above it, who has been lucky 
enough to retain his identity. But what is the significance of 
Elijah in this picture? Why was he put in this altarpiece? He 
is surely an unusual apparition in Italian art. 

Elijah was the .patriarch saint and the supposed founder of 
the Carmelite order. 1 But there has been much controversy 
about this in the church. The legend runs that the early Car- 
melites built a monastery near the fountain of Helias (Elijah), 
.and also an oratory to the Virgin, thence called "Our Lady of 
Mount Carmel." Elijah was, therefore, the saint of greatest 
importance to the Carmelites, with the exception of the Virgin. 
His presence would be practically imperative in any Carmelite 
.altarpiece, and similarly he must be associated with that order 
when found in such a conspicuous position as in this altarpiece. 
He is also found in other Carmelite altarpieces, as for example 
in the altarpiece by Giovanni d'Asciano in the oratory of San 
Niccolo near the Carmine at Florence. 2 Elijah's relation to the 
Virgin is emphasized in Pietro's altarpiece by the gesture of the 
Christ Child towards him. 

Originally, then, this Madonna was painted for a Carmelite 
monastery. The date is that of Pietro's commission to do an 
altarpiece for the Sienese Carmelites in 1329. Beyond doubt 
the so-called Ansano Madonna is in reality the lost Carmelite 
Madonna. Later, when the picture for some reason or other 
changed hands and the Madonna was separated from the 
remainder of the altarpiece, the Elijah was made over into a 
S.Anthony with staff, pig, and bell to suit the church or donor into 
whose hands it had fallen. I need hardly add that the document 
calls for a S. Nicholas in the picture, who is duly identified by the 
inscription on the panel. Finally, in the costumes of the figures, 
and especially in the light mantle of the Virgin over the dark 
tunic we have the colors of the Carmelites. The predella below, 

1 Moroni: Dizionario di Erudizione Stor.-Eccl. X, 44 ff, 52 ff. 

2 Note also that S. Nicholas is a favorite saint of the Carmelites. 
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though entirely repainted, might, if cleaned, yield other interest- 
ing connections. 

Since this altarpiece contained, according to the document, 
"apostles, martyrs, confessors, and virgins/ ' which must have 
been in the side panels, it was presumably an elaborate Majesty 
similiar to Ambrogio Lorenzetti's at Massa. This would then 
explain the dignified and hieratic position of the Virgin. And 
since Milanesi must have had some evidence for asserting that 
the Carmine altarpiece was sold into England, the sides may 
actually have gone there. 

Ernest T. Dewald. 

Princeton University, 
Princeton, New Jersey. 



